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Abstract 
This paper summarizes key findings of three mixed-method studies examining Master of Social Work (MSW) students’ 
engagement with learning and conducting research. The studies surveyed student attitudes toward research (N=102); student 
perceptions of research self-efficacy (N=89); and student and instructor perceptions of the learning environment (N=109). The 
findings suggest that the research training environment is conditioned by the binaries of positivist vs. non-positivist epistemology 
and clinical social work training vs. research training.  We emphasize the need to move beyond these binaries that condition 
MSW students’ research training to enable students to embrace research as a core social work activity.   
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
     Research indicates that Master of Social Work (MSW) graduates have a conflicted relationship with research 
training (Epstein, 1987; Royse & Rompf, 1992; Wainstock, 1994; Wilson & Rosenthal, 1992) and tend not to use 
research skills on entry to the work force (Orme & Powell, 2007). The literature is explicit in detailing the complex 
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and often negative relationship that social work students have with learning research; anxieties about mathematical 
ability and questionable attitudes toward research and research self-efficacy are frequently discussed (Gal & 
Ginsburg, 1994; Green, Bretzin, Leininger & Stauffer, 2001; Holmquist-Johnson, 2009; Lundahl, 2008; Maschi et 
al, 2007; Secret, Ford & Rompf, 2003; Wilson & Rosenthal, 1992). Evidence suggests that social worker students 
are less confident in their research abilities than students from cognate disciplines. Broader institutional biases 
towards quantitative forms of inquiry may limit and narrow the meaning of evidence in the academy, adding 
institutionalized challenges to social work’s relationship to research (McCoyd, Johnson, Munch & LaSala, 2009). 
     There are implications for the profession in graduating students who will not engage in future research. Relative 
to other human service disciplines, social workers make a low contribution to the scientific knowledge base (Brekke, 
2012). At risk is our capacity to produce research evidence for the purposes of advocacy and to deliver services that 
continue to respond effectively to the complexities of social inequity and human suffering in an increasingly 
culturally diversified society. The purpose of this program of research is to contribute to the growing interest of the 
social sciences in the multiple factors that shape graduate students’ relationship to research and in learning 
environments that will best facilitate student capacity and interest in future research (Gibbs & Stirling, 2010).  
 
2. Methods and Analysis 
 
     This program of research consists of three mixed-method studies. The studies were conducted between 2009 and 
2013 with samples of MSW students attending a mid sized university in Ontario, Canada; each was approved by the 
university’s ethics review board. The third study included a sample of social work instructors. Each study 
incorporated forms of qualitative data, adding breadth and depth of understanding to the viewpoints of students and 
instructors. For each study separate analyses of the quantitative and qualitative data were performed. The 
quantitative and qualitative findings were then compared, converged and integrated to inform the interpretations.  
     The first study (N=102) examined MSW students’ attitudes toward research in the contexts of academic study, 
social work practice, and personal life, utilizing an explanatory mixed-method design (Johnson & Turner, 2003). 
MSW students provided responses to the Attitudes Toward Research (ATR) scale (Papanastasiou, 2005) in a self-
administered, internet-based survey. To enrich and expand the understanding of the attitudes identified in the survey 
and the factors associated with them, we collaborated with students in developing open-ended questions and asked 
them to provide an anonymous written response to questions such as: What is research? What are your attitudes, 
both positive and negative, towards research? What factors have influenced your attitudes? The second study (N=89) 
utilized a convergent parallel mixed method design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Johnson & Turner, 2003) to 
examine three constructs that inform students’ research self-efficacy: (1) students’ perceived confidence in research 
skills, (2) academic activities that stimulate students’ interest in research, and (3) students’ anticipated outcomes 
from future involvement in research activities. MSW students provided responses to an internet-based, self-
administered survey consisting of three instruments: Research Self-Efficacy (RSE) scale (Holden, Barker, 
Meengham, & Rosenberg, 1999), Revised Research Outcome Expectations Questionnaire short version (R-ROEQ) 
(Bieschke & Bishop, 1994; Bieschke, 2000) and a List of Training Experiences (LTE) adapted from the work of 
Gelso, Raphael, Black, Rardin, & Skalkos (1983). Additionally, students were invited to participate in one of two 
focus groups where perceptions about their skills for doing research were explored. The third study (N=109) 
examined student and instructor perceptions of the institutional context in which research learning occurs, utilizing a 
convergent parallel mixed-method design (Creswell & Plano Clark 2011; Johnson & Turner, 2003). Students and 
instructors responded to an internet-based self-administered survey consisting of the Kirk-Rosenblatt Research 
Inventory (Rosenblatt & Kirk, 1981). Separate focus groups for students and instructors were conducted to elucidate 
how the training environment contributes to students’ interest in doing research. 
   
3. Summary of Key Findings  
 
     The overall purpose of this program of research is to investigate and bring greater insights to the attitudes toward 
research, perception of research skill, and the institutional context that characterize MSW students’ experience of 
learning and conducting research. The following discussion highlights some key findings from each of the three 
studies. 
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3.1. Attitudes  
 
     The findings of the first study that explored MSW student attitudes toward research (Morgenshtern, Freymond, 
Agyapong & Greeson, 2011) indicated that the students appreciated the value of research for their professional and 
personal lives; 94% of participants responded positively to statements such as “research is very valuable” or 
“research is useful for my career”. Although their attitudes toward research were overwhelmingly positive, their 
perspectives about learning research had a different character. One student captured the sentiment of many in this 
sample… “for the past year I have been dreading the fact that I have to take research and statistics in graduate 
school” (Mary). Ninety-two percent affirmed that they view research as complex and difficult to understand, an 
attitude explained in the qualitative data by their tendency to equate research primarily with math and quantitative 
methods: “My background led me to believe that research equals math” (Carol). Another student said: “My brain 
freezes….quantitative research makes me feel like an intruder in academia…I cringe when I think about it” (Claire).       
     Students expressed a tension between the roles of clinical social worker and researcher, with only 20% indicating 
a desire to have an integrated practitioner-researcher role in the future. Although their written responses were replete 
with beliefs about the importance of research in generating knowledge, they seldom expressed the possibilities for 
research in clinical practice or in promoting social justice. However, a dominant theme in student responses was that 
learning about research that is occurring in their local social work community helped them to develop more positive 
attitudes toward research:  
The chair of the social work department was very involved in the community [facilitating research studies 
and assisting with funding proposals]….I found that this exposure to the practical need for empirical data to 
sustain academic and community projects convinced me of the value of research. Moreover, I found the 
passion of my mentors inspiring… (Terry) 
 
3.2. Research Self-Efficacy  
 
     Acknowledging the tension between students’ intellectual appreciation of the value of research and their anxiety 
about learning research, we turned our attention in the second study to the exploration of MSW student perceptions 
of their research self-efficacy (Freymond, et al., in press). Not surprisingly, students in this sample felt more 
confident about their library research skills than their skills in designing and implementing a research project (t (88) 
= 9.53, p < .001). Focus group participants made statements that conflated research with math and statistics, a theme 
from the first study that also appeared in this sample. Tensions were described between knowledge about research 
and knowledge for doing research. “I almost feel like I don’t necessarily have research skills; it’s more just 
knowledge about research” (Lee) It is noteworthy that students with a social work undergraduate degree felt even 
less confident in their ability to design and implement a research project than the rest of their peers who had trained 
in psychology (Md1 = 12.933, p = .006, d = .734) or other disciplines (Md2 = 12.84, p = .009, d = .729).  
     With respect to activities in the learning environment that stimulate interest in doing research, 66% of MSW 
students reported that reading professional journals stimulated their interest; 59% of students reported that taking 
clinical courses had this effect. However, courses such as research methods stimulated interest for only 40% of 
students; statistics stimulated the research interest of only 25% of students. Nonetheless over 86% of students 
reported average to high expectations for their careers should they become involved in research.  
     Focus group participants indicated confusion about the broad purposes of social work research, with some asking 
critical questions about who benefits from research. One student said that she wondered “if it was for professors to 
write papers” (Chun). Tensions were also expressed between academic research and applied research, “I worked as a 
research analyst but it wasn’t in a scholarly way, it was… [in] a community-based organization that would do 
research…” (Stephen).  
 
3.3. Research Learning Environment  
 
     For the third study, we directed our attention toward student perceptions of the research learning environment. 
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Approximately 60% of students indicated that research courses compared with other courses are more difficult, 
complex, and hard to understand, while approximately 67% of students indicated that they were less interested in 
research courses than in non-research courses, often referring to a “major disconnect between what professors are 
researching and what they're sharing in the class...If we knew what was going on…that might kind of develop a bit 
more interest” (Jenny).       
     Unique to this study was the inclusion of instructor perspectives. When asked to compare their performance in 
teaching research and non-research courses, over 60% of instructors indicated no difference in their perception of 
difficulty, or in their enthusiasm, helpfulness to students, and interest in teaching.  However, the instructor focus 
group data suggested that student engagement is a unique challenge for research instructors: “That’s why I stopped 
teaching it, because…the level of engagement was so low.  They would come in with their arms crossed.  They 
don’t want to be there” (Tina).      
     Further, the instructors who participated in this focus group were not able to articulate the goals of the faculty of 
social work with respect to research training. They did express a significant tension between training social workers 
to use research and training them to do research:  
I think probably 75% of our students do not need to learn how to be researchers at this stage in their career 
because what they’re interested in is learning to be a good practitioner. ….I think sometimes we get 
confused about whether we’re training people to be researchers or training people to be users of research. 
(Chris) 
Some instructors noted the systemic role in maintaining few research opportunities for graduate social work 
students:  “Other master’s students in this university get minimum guaranteed funding… Do MSW students? No, 
because we’re a professional school.  We are not researchers in the view of the university because otherwise we’d 
get that funding” (Tara). And others saw the systemically supported tension between clinical practice and research 
as weakening the profession:  
The way that the system is structured within our faculty makes it very difficult for somebody who wants to 
excel in practice to also embrace research. It’s like people are making decisions….Are we really, uniquely 
a practice school? ... I don’t know that we need to [be]…a practice school or research school. Let us be 
both to make us stronger. (Lily) 
 
4. Discussion 
  
     Some observations remained constant across the three studies, including students’ positive attitudes about the 
value of research for the profession of social work, views of research conditioned primarily by positivism, 
uncertainty about the purposes of research for the profession of social work and anxiety about learning to do 
research fuelled by the notion that it involves complex math and statistics. Students appreciated exposure to research 
within the school and broader social work community but both students and instructors cited the overall lack of 
opportunities in graduate training to learn about research by becoming involved in its practice. While there was 
unanimous agreement among participants that research is important for the field of social work, at its core research 
training was conceptualized as an activity separate from direct social work practice. Our findings indicate that social 
work research training has been conditioned by the binary distinction of positivist-empiricist and non-positivist 
research epistemology. Students entering graduate social work programs hold views steeped in positivism 
(Freymond et al., in press; McCloyd, Johnson, Munch & LaSalsa, 2009). They tend to equate research with 
quantitative method, a notion reinforced by wide acceptance of the randomized clinical trial as the gold standard for 
evidence-based clinical social work practice (Gibbs, 2001). As MSW students embrace a social work identity replete 
with the values of equity and social justice, the critique of positivist methodology for its objectification of 
participants and disregard for the values, meanings and agency that humans possess (Gibbs, 2001; Westhues, Cadell, 
Karabanow, Maxwell, & Sanchez, 1999) seemingly widens the gap between the values of ‘social worker’ and 
‘researcher’.  Even if we could do math, they reason, should we do research that has this potential effect on the 
researched? Obversely, although students tend to have little exposure to qualitative methodology in undergraduate 
training, they hold positivist informed views that it is less credible, “un-scientific, soft or subjective ” and question 
the usefulness of findings that are not generalizable in a statistical sense (Westhues et al, 1999, p.134). Our findings 
also point to research learning that has been conditioned by the binary distinction between training for the clinical 
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practitioner and training for the researcher. Traditional approaches to research training have emphasized the social 
work clinician as a consumer of research, one who reads the research knowledge produced by others and applies it 
to social work practice. Research methods and data analysis courses are structured as classes separate from social 
work practice courses. The curriculum tends to emphasize knowledge about research rather than skills for its 
practice. While instructors of research methods courses may use clinical examples to illustrate concepts and 
instructors of clinical practice courses may share their research, students tend to experience their instructor’s 
research and teaching as disconnected activities. It is possible that broader university policies associated with limited 
funding for MSW student research reinforce the distinction between social work training for clinical practice and 
training for research.  
 
5. Conclusion  
 
     Equipping MSW students to develop approaches to social work practice infused with research activity will 
contribute to the growth and development of the profession. To respond to the continually evolving knowledge 
requirements of social work practice, we must first ask a series of challenging questions: What are the purposes of 
social work research? What knowledge does the profession of social work need and why? Who should produce this 
knowledge? Who will benefit? What existing methodologies will address the complexities with which we are 
wrestling? How can we promote more complex practices that are relevant for the emerging and continually changing 
social situations with which social workers engage?   
     Mainstream formulations of social work training typically position research in subordinate and peripheral terms 
(MacIntyre & Paul, 2013). To what extent can we create a space where social work practitioners might become 
skilled researchers and clinicians and escape the either/or binary? A starting place may be to conceptualize research 
training and social work practice training as co-constituted activities in social work education. Social work 
instructors must attend to their own binary thinking as they develop curriculum that is clear in its intention and 
objectives. Rather than positioning research through separate classes or as a specialty stream, we require curriculum 
that integrates clinical/community practice and research and presents opportunities for students to experience 
research processes in their field practicums. 
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